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The Paradox of
the Gallery

You enter a Zoom room and, bam, there they all are. Several dozen
faces staring back at you in neat little boxes. It looks like an audience, but
does it feel like one? Is it one?

That grid of faces might be alternatingly reassuring, confusing, or
downright terrifying. Why have they shown up? What do they want? Are
they engaged? Are they bored? Are they doing three other things while
waiting for you to cast off a pearl of wisdom or two, after which maybe
they will pay you more attention? Such pressure!

Gallery view is the only speaking situation where you are presenter and
audience member at the same time. You’re watching them. They’re watch-
ing you. You’re watching yourself watching them watching you. Yikes, no
wonder it can be so disorienting. Gallery view promises connection, but
the strange physics of the grid can mess with your instincts and affect your
efforts to deliver your genuine self.

This chapter is about navigating that mess and helping you make
intentional choices about how you see your audience and what you show
your audience. When used wisely, Gallery view can be a useful tool of
engagement. It can and should work for you, not against you.



Gallery view is not your go-to
Gallery view is one of the most recognizable features of virtual meeting

platforms. The tiled wall of faces has become a symbol of our remote era—
that is why we represented it on our cover! For many, it feels like the natural
way to see your audience, and it won’t be too long before a group of young
professionals joining the workforce will not remember a time before Zoom.

But that doesn’t mean it should be your default setting. It shouldn’t.
When you’re presenting, Gallery view can do more harm than good. It

splits your attention across dozens of micro reactions. This makes it harder
to focus on your content, harder for your audience to focus on you, and
pressures you to “read the room” in a context where the room isn’t reading
you back. Instead of delivering a message, you risk delivering a series of sec-
ond guesses.

Furthermore, Gallery view can become draining to your audience
members. They have come to hear what you have to say on a topic that
matters to them. They don’t want to be “on” all the time. This is one of the
root causes of Zoom Fatigue.

Use Gallery view as a strategic choice, not a reflexive habit. Smart
moderators will switch to it for a Q&A segment or will do a quick cutaway
to it during a monologue, just to change up the energy. This is shrewd use
of Gallery view—as the exception, not the rule.

The illusion of attention
I remember during one of those very first Covid-induced virtual gath-

erings how fleeting the joy was that I could speak live while sheltering in
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A Gallery by
any other name

While we choose to capitalize it, we
are using the term Gallery view
generically, as all three of the major

streaming platforms—Zoom, Teams, and Google Meet—offer it.
Zoom and Teams refer to it by this name, while Meet calls it Tiled
view. Most of this chapter applies to all three and I will do my best
to point out when a particular topic does not.



place. Gallery view felt like a gift: so many faces, so much audience—and
they are all listening to me!

I think. I think they are listening to me. Are they listening to me?
Hmm, I actually have no clue if they are listening to me. Do they care? Are
my words hitting the mark? What if they are not? Did I just see someone
yawn? That person is looking down blankly...was it something I said? What
if I am bombing and I don’t even know it? Yikes, I’d better wrap this up
and get out of here!

This freak-out moment was brought to you by...me. I did this to
myself, all by myself. It seems as if I am never more tuned into audience
reaction than when I don’t want to be.

How you think your audience is responding shapes how you respond to
them—this is just human nature. But facial feedback in Gallery view is
unreliable at best, and imaginary at worst. What you’re seeing is a delayed,
pixelated, sometimes distracted slice of reality. Don’t make the mistake that
I made that first time of basing your performance on it.

Instead, anchor yourself to your message, not their expressions. Stay
grounded in what you came to say. Trust that connection comes from clarity
and conviction, not from a grid of facial cues that may or may not be real.

You are the only one responsible for your energy. Resist the urge to
scan the grid for affirmation that may never come.

Your energy is the thermostat
One of the trickiest dynamics of virtual presenting is the mismatch

between what you give and what you get. You bring your energy, your per-
sonality, your message—and in return? Crickets. Muted microphones. If
you’re lucky, a few nodding heads.

Connection is still possible in Gallery view—it just takes more
intentionality to make it feel like a shared space. And let’s always keep in
mind that Gallery view is not your default as a presenter: when you are in
your true zone, you are most likely being spotlighted. You are in Gallery
view because you want to spark a conversation, so speak to the group as if
you are all together in someone’s living room. And as the conversation
leader, you are looking for the slightest morsel of consensus. “Sam, you
look like you want to jump in here...I see Dana nodding her head...lots of
eye rolls from that rant.”

These small but very human signals create warmth and you score con-
nection points for encouraging and cultivating them. This is all part of
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humanizing the grid, a topic that could probably be an entire book onto
itself. Suffice it to say that behind every Brady Bunch square is a real person
craving connection and acknowledgment just as much as you are. Every
small ritual of interaction—every nod, every smile, every chatted emoji—
gets you one step closer.

Talk to the glass
Let me share with you one of the most ironic contradictions in all of

virtual presenting:

To make someone feel seen, you have to look away from them.

If you and I were engaged in conversation in a physical room, we would
do what all humans do: we would look at one another. Not all the time, but
most of the time. And because we share the same physical proximity, we
would have other ways of showing our connectedness. We might nod,
exchange uh-huhs or yeahs, a light touch of the arm to emphasize a point, or
one of a dozen other empathetic gestures that friends typically exchange.

But it would be different for us in a virtual room. Those nice human
gestures—the nods, the uh-huhs, the touches? Most of them disappear or
get flattened. A nod might go unnoticed, while a smile might lag. A con-
firming “yeah” might be muted or garbled. And forget about anything
remotely resembling actual physical touch.

And eye contact itself is all bass-ackwards on virtual. Yes, we would still
look at each other...sort of. You’d probably be watching my face on your
screen, and I yours, but the feeling would be hollow.

Instead, what I would need to do is stare into a cold, glassy lens while I
speak to you. That is how I would show you that I am really present with
you. My instinct would be to read your expression, but my job would be to
resist that instinct.

When you speak directly into the camera, your audience sees your
eyes—your real-time presence. That’s where the connection lives. Not in
your glance downward to check their reaction, but in the steady, human
focus of your gaze.

That’s not intuitive; it’s the opposite of intuitive. You show your audi-
ence members you are paying attention to them by not looking at them?
No wonder this sh*t is hard...
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A blueprint for sanity
The ideal scenario is that you train yourself to always look into the

camera during a Gallery conversation. As they speak, you look into the
camera. As you speak, you look into the camera.

But that is practically impossible and entirely unrealistic. Not only
does it go against all of your instincts, but you miss too much nuance by
looking away for the entirety of a conversation.

Instead, here is the strategy that I have hit upon after countless hours
of self-reflection and frustration about conversations in Gallery view:

When you are speaking:I, the presenter, look directly at your square. I watch
your gestures, I listen to your inflection, I try to pick up on subtleties that are
so easy to miss on virtual. My eyes are not on the camera—I am looking at
you. If I am able, I arrange the squares so that yours is close to my camera.

When it is my turn to speak: I look directly into the camera. I might miss
the nuance of your reactions to my words, but I accept that risk. The more
important sense I create is that I am speaking directly to you.

So when you speak, my eyes are on you. When I speak, my eyes are on
the lens.

�

This strategy is not easy to pull off. It takes a lot of conscious thought
and repetition to become second nature. And to be honest, you might
never get there. You might feel like you’re staring into a void and speaking
to nobody. So you just need to drill it into your head: to make them feel
seen, you need to not look at them while you speak.

So yes, talk to the glass. That’s where their eyes are.

Hide self view, save your soul
Many yoga studios disallow mirrors in their floor design so that their

customers can focus inward, not on outward appearance. Most theaters
cover or remove mirrors during rehearsals so that cast members can inhabit
their characters without having to observe themselves. Same with many
places of worship, where mirrors and reflective surfaces are believed to be
distractions from introspection.

In all of these cases, the belief is clear: Staring at yourself while present-
ing is like trying to give a speech while also being your own hair and
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wardrobe consultant. It divides your focus, amplifies your insecurities, and
keeps you half in and half out of the moment.

At first, seeing yourself on screen might feel reassuring—proof that
you’re centered in the frame and that your lighting is working. And to be
sure, you do need to make sure you have taken care of these simple set
requirements. But the longer you watch yourself, the more your attention
drifts inward. Why am I making that face? Is my collar crooked? Is that
how I really look? This is the “mirror effect,” and it’s a recipe for distraction
and loss of focus.

Hiding self view is one of the most underrated moves in virtual pre-
senting. It doesn’t mean you disappear; it means you free yourself to be
fully present. You still get to show up for your audience—you just stop
showing up for yourself every second of the way. (Research suggests that
the mirror effect is a leading cause of Zoom Fatigue.)

Let your delivery matter more than your hair. Talk to the lens, trust the
tech, and get out of your own way.

Turning the Gallery into a gallery
Most people think of Gallery view as a static wall of faces—more

observational than interactive. But with a little creativity, it can become a
shared canvas, a co-created space. A gallery not just of attendees, but of
participants. When used sparingly and intentionally, however, it can
become wonderfully inclusive. As we detailed in Chapter 7, Flex your
Engagement Muscle, simple tasks you assign to visible gallery members can
pay big dividends. Ask people to show something on camera—a prop, a
book, an object that represents their mood or mindset. Run a quick show-
and-tell session. Invite people to hold up answers on paper. Turn the Brady
Bunch into a story circle.

None of this has to be formal. Even just asking, “Linda, can you
unmute and weigh in on that?” changes the dynamic. The grid shifts from
being a wall to being a room with movement, rhythm, and presence.

This is where Gallery view shines—not as a passive screen of nodding
heads, but as a living, breathing space for interaction.

Your go-to views
Let’s reiterate that for a presenter shaping a narrative, Gallery view

should not be the default view. Here are some better places to be.
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Spotlighting
Zoom and Teams offer the Spotlight function, whereby the platform

locks one or more people in view for everyone. When the host activates
Spotlight, everyone’s view automatically switches to Speaker view and
becomes “locked.” That’s not a technical term, as far as I know, but you
know how when you are in Speaker view, someone coughs, and that person
is suddenly shown? That cannot happen when there is a Spotlight on.
Everyone is better able to focus on the presenter when that person gets a
Spotlight.

Because the inmates run the asylum on Zoom, audience members
could switch back to Gallery view, plowing asunder your best efforts to cre-
ate the right environment for them. But they would have to do this delib-
erately—if they do nothing, Spotlight automatically switches to Speaker
view.

Google Meet calls it “pinning,” and while it produces the same effect,
there is no provision for a host to implement it globally. Each audience
member engages or disengages it.

Side-by-side Speaker view
This is a view choice that is available during a screen share, allowing

each audience member to choose the relative sizes of the presenter and the
presenter’s screen. Unlike Spotlight, the host cannot control this; each audi-
ence member does. And we have learned that this is not well-known,
despite its potential to greatly improve the viewing experience. At the Pre-
sentation Summit, we distribute a video tutorial to make sure that each of
our patrons is familiar with the feature:
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Teams does not have this option, but its Presenter Mode is arguably
more powerful, with its ability to overlay the presenter atop shared content,
news anchor style.

Google Meet does not offer anything like Side-by-Side Speaker View.

�

Gallery view is a tool, not a philosophy—its value depends on how
and when you use it, and how infrequently you choose to employ it. As a
special occasion, consider some of the high-interaction activities that lend
themselves well to a gallery.

Up next
Part Two has focused on your face, your eyes, your voice, and your

vibe. In the end, the personal side of virtual presenting isn’t about being
perfect—it’s about being present. It’s about showing up fully, quirks and
all, and making your audience members feel like they’re in good company.

In Part Three, Get Physical, we’ll explore how to use the rest of
yourself. Because presence is only part of the equation. What you do with
that presence—how you move, how you sound, how you command the
screen—is its own secret sauce. And that’s where we’re headed next.
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